You are not the kind of guy who would be at a place like this at this time of the morning. But here you are, and you cannot say that the terrain is entirely unfamiliar, although the details are fuzzy. You are at a nightclub talking to a girl with a shaved head. The club is either Heartbreak or the Lizard Lounge. . . . The night has already turned on that imperceptible pivot where two A.M. changes to six A.M. You know this moment has come and gone, but you are not yet willing to concede that you have crossed the line beyond which all is gratuitous damage and the palsy of unravelled nerve endings.
( McInerney 1) "Do you know where you are?" -it is a question that one might as well ask, not only of the protagonist of this particular novel -Jay McInerney's New York novel Bright Lights, Big City (1984) -who is trying to come to terms with a strange environment, but also of any reader who is immersed in a literary text for the first time, and who will have to make sense of new surroundings fairly quickly if he or she is not to put the book aside. For the protagonist in Bright Lights, Big City, as for the reader, the question reveals not only a position in place, but a relationship to it. It is the narrative construction of this unfolding relationship that will be the subject of this article, in which I will attempt a two-pronged analysis of the beginning of McInerney's novel. My first concern is with how, in the opening pages of a city novel -at the fringes, as it were, of an urban world becoming visible -a complex city world is put into place. I argue that the opening pages of a novel are essential in delineating not only the spatial and temporal surroundings within which protagonists and readers are supposed to settle (or be unsettled). They are also instrumental in demarcating social, moral and (meta)poetical geographies, as well as the trappings of literary genre. Literary beginnings put in place the crude value systems and social geographies that will guide a reader's reading and that are crucial in setting the scene for the unfolding story. My second concern here is with urban peripherality and with the symbolic importance of peripheral space in city literature, something which has remained largely undervalued (see the Introduction to this volume). I will argue that it is not by accident that a range of city novels begin by outlining a relationship to a peripheral urban space. Setting the opening scene of a city novel in an imagined (urban) periphery tends to function as a rhetorical device to define a protagonist's sense of a centre, as well as his or her relationship to this perceived focal point, thus putting in place the tense dramatic curve that will carry the plot forward.
City beginnings
The beginnings of a literary text are essential in introducing the reader into a world very much under construction, and giving him or her the necessary clues that will make it possible to navigate in these new surroundings. In the felicitous words of David Herman, they act as "prompts for worldmaking", and are essential for the reader to "take up residence in storyworlds" (79). Considerable attention has been given in literary studies to questions of endings and closure (see e.g. Kermode). By contrast, and regardless of endeavours in this direction (Said; Dunn and Cole; Richardson, Narrative Beginnings), the mechanisms by which narrators enable the reader or listener to cross the threshold into a complex storyworld remain far from clear. Beginnings are crucial, however, for the way we construct and interpret narratives. This is in part rooted in the teleological urge that tends to be attributed to beginnings. As Vera Nünning points out in her study of how fictional worlds are made, we "tend to see narrative beginnings as the 'root' of what happened later, as the non-analysable event that somehow led to all the other happenings that follow from it" (221). In the context of epic narrative models, Nicolae Babuts has posited that "narrative beginnings have the dynamics of prophetic time" (101), an interpretation that can be extended to literary beginnings more generally. These prophetic
